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The Castle of Montsigur was the scene of one of the most dramatic events in French history. 







by DANIEL WALTHER 
S TRAVELERS know, castles 
are among the most impres- 
sive sights in Europe. Often 
built on some isolated rock, they loom 
over a sparsely populated countryside. 
One wonders how these huge buildings 
were built in these lofty places and 
have weathered the storms of the ages. 
Among the hundreds of castles in 
France, in many respects the most awe-
some is the Castle of Montsegur, in the 
southwestern part where nature is 
rugged, and is, therefore, removed from 
the usual tourist path. The site of the 
castle is unforgettable. Amid those Pyr-
enean peaks, it seems nigh to inacces-
sible. 
The Castle of Montsegur was the 
scene of one of the most dramatic 
events in the history of France. In 1244 
two hundred and ten persons, holding 
hands and singing hymns, were burned 
to death there for their faith, in a huge 
blazing pyre, whose flickering shadow 
still hovers over the "sweet land of 
France" ("la douce France," as the 
troubadours used to sing). 
Who were those people martyred for 
their beliefs? They were the leaders of 
the Albigenses. They belonged to the 
Cathari "heretics" who had spread es-
pecially over Southern Europe. But it 
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was in the south of France that the 
Cathari, or Albigenses (the name 
comes from the town of Albi, where 
one of the first bishops of the Cathari 
lived), had appeared in France about 
seventy-five years earlier and had 
grown amazingly; they even had re-
cruited some of the noblest families. 
The most prominent leaders, such as 
the counts of Foix and Toulouse, were 
in open sympathy with them. After 
seventy-five years of amazing progress 
they were dealt with by the Inquisi-
tion—violently wiped out, their pos-
sessions destroyed, and their leaders 
burned to death. 
Among those who sympathized with 
them were many medieval singers and 
poets, especially the troubadours, who 
in southern France went from castle to 
castle to sing and entertain the noble-
men who spent their lives in a bored 
and easy-going splendor. Among the 
leading Albigensian personalities were 
also ladies of noble birth, such as the 
daughter of Count Raymond de Foix, 
the glamorous Esclarmonde, who had 
joined the Albigensian movement and 
even became a "perfect" one. Poets 
have naturally sung her beauty; they 
also insisted on her complete dedica-
tion to the cause of the Albigenses. 
Since there were many rich among 
them their treasures were said to have 
been hidden in caves of the area of 
Montsegur. This fabulous treasure was 
supposedly hidden in various places. 
Two years ago a group of young cave 
diggers from Paris, armed with special 
tools and a generous dose of confident 
optimism, were determined to find  
those caves that were mentioned often 
but that no one had yet found. Of 
course, they did not find any material 
treasure. But, what was much more im-
portant, the amazing story of the Albi-
genses and the mystery-shrouded Castle 
of Montsegur, the "Inspired Moun-
tain," was once again spotlighted. 
We stated that beautiful Esclar-
monde was a "perfect" one. We should 
recall briefly that the Albigenses, like 
all the Cathari whose spiritual origins 
go back to the early centuries of the 
Christian church, gathered quite in-
formally, in secret. There were two 
types of worshipers. The first group 
consisted of the rank and file of "be-
lievers." They attended the meetings, 
heard the Word, worshiped secretly. 
They were allowed to live in the world 
and to marry. 
The second group was very restricted 
—they were the initiated ones, set 
apart to full-time witnessing. The cere-
mony in which they were individually 
dedicated consisted in the laying on of 
hands; it was their basic rite called 
Consolamentum. By the laying on of 
hands they conveyed the Holy Ghost, 
the "Comforter"—hence, the word 
Consolamentum ("comforting Spirit"). 
They were to live apart from the ma-
terial world; they were not allowed to 
marry, and were to abstain from flesh 
foods. They were not allowed to use 
oaths, to bear arms, or to give false tes-
timony. As mentioned above, some of 
the leading aristocrats not only joined 
the Albigenses but received the Conso-
lamentum, and thus became "perfect." 
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Many "heresies" had appeared 
through the centuries, but they seemed 
to be more numerous than ever. The 
Waldensians were contemporaries, and 
in the trials against the "heretics," 
Waldenses and Albigenses are often 
mentioned together, although they 
were basically different. By far the 
greatest menace to the Catholic Church 
came from the Albigensian Cathari. 
(By the way, the word Cathari means 
"pure ones"—the same root as the 
name Catharine.) 
The Albigenses were considered her-
etics because of their basic belief in 
two opposing principles and the exist-
ence of two gods. This teaching came 
from old Persia and had made frequent 
inroads into Christianity. Whatever is 
spiritual is good, and whatever is ma-
terial is evil, they believed. The God 
of the Old Testament, who created 
this material world, was therefore an 
evil god. Albigenses, for that same rea-
son, rejected the idea that Christ had a 
real body. He simply "appeared" in 
the likeness of man. 
The Catholic Church had to meet 
this danger, giving rise to a new order, 
the Dominicans, who were given the 
specific task of investigating heresy. In-
quisition is originally an "investiga-
tion." The principle of the investiga-
tion is to detect false teaching, to 
isolate those who propagate these ideas. 
The inquisitor must first plead with 
the misguided person. If that is of no 
avail, force must he used, and even-
tually elimination of the heretic is in 
order. 
Torture and execution of the heretic 
has a twofold purpose: first, heresy 
must not he allowed to contaminate 
the rest of the flock; second, it is for 
the heretic's own good. Scripture says 
that it is better to lose one's body than 
one's soul! 
The greatest pope of the Middle 
Ages was Innocent III. An able diplo-
mat, he knew that the best way to 
propagate an idea is to make martyrs of 
those who oppose the church. He had 
recommended methods of leniency to-
ward the Waldensians, also toward the 
Albigenses. But the Albigenses refused 
to yield, and remained fearless and in-
flexible. 
Finally, there was no other choice 
but to recommend a "holy war," or 
crusade. How many thousands perished 
for their faith cannot, of course, be 
ascertained. 
The Albigenses are much in the news 
today. In the past few years books have 
been published, new documents have 
been found. It is not correct to state 
that all their writings have been de-
stroyed. We already had, for more than 
a hundred years, a New Testament 
translated by and for the Albigenses 
and also a ritual. Both documents are 
in the local dialect—the Provencal 
(the ritual is a text of instruction for 
religious rites—hence, the word rit-
ual). Most significant was the discov-
ery, in 1939, of the Book of Two 
Principles. This important text was 
published by a Dominican, A. Don-
daine. It indicates clearly the Albigen-
sian beliefs, essentially based on the 
opposition of the spirit and matter. 
Why is it that our age is interested 
in these people? For one thing, new 
Cathari texts have caused a sensation 
in historical circles. Moreover, the mes-
sage coming from the ruins of the Cas-
tle of Montsegur is basically an Albi-
gensian teaching. Our distressed age 
eagerly accepts light that is thrown on 
the exasperating problem of the origin 
of evil. Whether or not a man believes 
in God and in His Word, he has al-
ways been distressed by the question: 
Whence comes evil? And why ? The 
dualistic trend of the Albigenses of 
Montsegur seems to give some explana-
tion to that problem; namely, that the 
true God, the spiritual Creator who has 
F
ISH ladders!" I scoffed. "What 
do fish need with ladders?" 
"You'll see," my husband an-
swered, winking at my sister who 
looked very smug. 
"O.K., so fish need ladders," I 
agreed, recognizing a frame-up when 
I saw one. 
We were riding along the bank of 
the mighty Columbia River near 
Portland, Oregon, with mountains 
rearing to our right, soft and cool 
under their layered covering of ever-
greens. But my writhing curiosity 
was so distracting that the scenery 
became a deep-green blur. Would 
we never reach those mysterious 
ladders?  
been revealed to us by Jesus Christ, did 
not create evil. It was actually an evil 
god whom some of the dualists assimi-
lated for the evil spirit who created 
matter. While a conservative Christian 
rejects this point of view as unscrip-
tural, to some people it is an answer 
that offers some satisfaction. 
The Castle of Monts4ur was the 
Albigensian cathedral, situated on a 
peak of the Pyrenees, 3,700 feet high. 
It was considered impregnable. No 
wonder the Catholic foes called it the 
"Synagogue of Satan." As the Inquisi-
tion moved in to wipe out the Albi-
genses in 1244, several hundred "per-
fect" ones suffered from hunger, thirst, 
and disease for about a year. In the 
month of April both Albigenses and 
assailants seemed to come to terms. 
Meanwhile, in these last days many 
noblemen asked to receive the Conso-
lamentum, by which the Holy Ghost 
was conferred to them, but which in 
reality prepared them for martyrdom. 
On that tragic day in the month of 
May the leaders of the Albigenses were 
herded within a large fence at the Cas-
tle of Montsegur, and amid straw and 
fagots they were burned to death. In 
that dramatic Pyrenean night the 
flames could be seen from afar. Slowly 
the fires died down, flickered awhile, 
and soon the night closed in on the dy-
ing embers. But the shadows of that 
immense pyre have been kept alive and 
have lived ever since, because it was a 
pyre symbolizing the witness of cour-
age and faith of the martyred Albi-
genses. 
Suddenly an elbow dug into my 
ribs and Jerrita exclaimed, "Look, 
we're almost there!" She pointed 
toward the Bonneville dam, high, 
wide, and secure, the water behind it 
leaning against its strength while the 
escaped water quietly waited below 
to receive the rushing torrent when 
the gates would be opened. 
"So," I snapped, "what does that 
have to do with fish and ladders?" 
"You'll see," came Harold's mad-
dening reply, as he parked our 
Dodge in the designated area. Eager 
to view this wonder, we tumbled out 
of the car and followed the signs di-
recting us to the ladders. 
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